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Introduction 
 

The United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Office of Inspector General 
(OIG) Office of Investigations (OI) conducted an investigation related to the August 5, 2015 
release of mine water at the Gold King Mine (GKM) in response to the following: 
 
1. In an August 12, 2015, letter to Inspector General Arthur A. Elkins Jr., Representatives of 

the Committee on Oversight and Government Reform, House of Representatives, 
Congress of the United States, requested the EPA OIG to conduct an independent 
investigation of the August 5, 2015 release of approximately three million gallons of 
mine water from the GKM in Silverton, Colorado. 
 

2. In a September 2, 2015, letter to the OIG, , Colorado 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR), identified seven assertions alleged to be 
factually inaccurate that were made in a report  

regarding DNR’s roles and responsibilities with respect to the release of 
mine water from the GKM on August 5, 2015. 
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Background 
 
On August 4 - 5, 2015, representatives from the EPA and its contractors Environmental 
Restoration, LLC (Emergency and Rapid Response Services) and Weston Solutions, Inc. 
(Superfund Technical Assessment & Response Team) were conducting an investigation of 
the GKM to assess the on-going water release from the mine, treat mine water and assess the 
feasibility of further mine remediation.  On August 5, 2015, while excavating above the adit 
(an almost horizontal passage leading into a mine for the purposes of access or drainage), 
water began leaking, ultimately leading to the uncontrolled release of approximately three 
million gallons of mine water from behind the adit blockage into Cement Creek, a tributary 
of the Animas River. 

 
According to the EPA Team’s Summary Report (Report), the GKM began operations 
sometime in the 1880s and continued operations until the 1900s, when it was closed.  Mining 
had occurred at the GKM at seven different elevations through three adits:  Level 7, Number 
1 and the Sampson.  The American Tunnel was constructed in the early-to-mid- 1900s below 
the GKM, as well as the nearby Red & Bonita Mine.  Until its closure, the American Tunnel 
had effectively drained the GKM and the Red & Bonita Mine. (Exhibit 2) 
 
In 1986, Colorado issued a permit authorizing work at the GKM historic interconnected 
adits.  A new adit was driven at the GKM to bypass a collapse in the original GKM Level 7 
adit.  This original GKM Level 7 adit was the site of the August 5, 2015, release. 
 
The Report indicated that sometime in 2005, following the 2002 closure of the American 
Tunnel, the Red & Bonita Mine began discharging mine water at an approximate rate of 300 
gallons per minute (gpm), and the GKM adit saw an increase in flow rate from approximately 
42 gpm in July 2005 to 135 gpm in September 2005.  In October 2006, the mine water flow 
rate at the GKM adit had increased to 314 gpm.  In 2007, mine water at the GKM Level 7 
adit breached the discharge ditch, resulting in conditions that led to a slope failure that 
ultimately filled the North Fork of Cement Creek with mine waste. 
 
In 2008, DRMS constructed a discharge diversion structure to prevent future mine water 
saturation at the GKM Level 7 adit.  In 2009, DRMS developed a plan that called for: 
 
 1) all four GKM adits to be backfilled; and 

2) a pipe to be installed to divert the discharge. 
 
Between 2009 and 2011, the GKM Level 7 mine saw a decrease in average flow rates from 
approximately 200 gpm to 140 gpm. 
 
In 2014, the EPA planned to expose the GKM adit and was working with DRMS and the 
Animas River Stakeholder Group (ARSG) to identify actions that might be needed to reduce 
contaminant loading at Cement Creek and downstream waters.  On September 11, 2014, 
prior to the beginning of site work, the flow rate was reportedly less than 13 gpm.  
Excavation work in 2014 discovered pipes in the adit tunnel blockage, and additional pipes 
were installed into the same blockage, which were used to capture ongoing mine water 
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Exhibit 1 
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Exhibit 2 
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EPA Internal Review of August 5, 2015 Gold King Mine Blowout 
available at 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/
new_epa_nmt_gold_king_internal_review_report_aug_24_2015
fnldated_redacted.pdf
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Exhibit 3 
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EPA Internal Review of August 5, 2015 Gold King Mine Blowout 
available at 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/
new_epa_nmt_gold_king_internal_review_report_aug_24_2015
fnldated_redacted.pdf
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Exhibit 4 
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Exhibit 5 
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Exhibit 6 
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RESTRICTED INFORMATION  
 
          Page 7 

This report is the property of the Office of Investigations and is loaned to your agency: it and its contents may not be 
reproduced without written permission.  The report is FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY and its disclosure to unauthorized 
persons is prohibited.  Public availability to be determined under 5 U.S.C. 552. 

 

3. Colorado Department of Natural Resources Application for grant, dated February 5, 2015. 
 

DNR Application, 
dated February 5, 20 
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EPA Internal Review of August 5, 2015 Gold King Mine Blowout 
available at 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/
new_epa_nmt_gold_king_internal_review_report_aug_24_2015
fnldated_redacted.pdf
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24 pages of grant documents withheld: non-OIG records
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This report is the property of the Office of Investigations and is loaned to your agency: it and its contents may not be 
reproduced without written permission.  The report is FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY and its disclosure to unauthorized 
persons is prohibited.  Public availability to be determined under 5 U.S.C. 552. 

 

 
 
Attachment(s) 
1. Copy of  Notes Concerning the Gold King Mine Summary Report 
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16 pages of handwritten notes withheld in full under Exemptions 5, 6, and 7C
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6 pages withheld in full under Exemption 5, 6, and 7(C): ARGS Meeting Summaries, Jan 27, 2015 and 
May 27, 2015
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Attachment G:  Gold King Assessment – Photo Log from Epaosc.org 
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EPA Internal Review of August 5, 2015 Gold King Mine Blowout 
available at 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/
new_epa_nmt_gold_king_internal_review_report_aug_24_2015
fnldated_redacted.pdf
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UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY 

WASHINGTON, D.C.  20460 

08/24/2015 

OFFICE OF SOLID WASTE 

AND EMERGENCY 

RESPONSE 

MEMORANDUM 

SUBJECT:  Transmittal of EPA Internal  Gold King Mine Review  Report 

FROM: EPA Internal  Review Team 

TO: Mathy Stanislaus, Assistant Administrator 

This memorandum transmits the EPA internal  review team 's Gold  King Mine release  report,  which  was 

prepared  pursuant  to the team 's charter. 

The team, comprised of regional  and Headquarters staff, developed  this report  by undertaking a one 

week rapid assessment of the Gold King Mine  blowout.  The review's assessment activities entailed: 

• Conducting a site vi sit to the Gold  King Mine;

• Reviewing key documents provided  by Region 8, along with other  publically available (via the

Internet) documents, maps and photos;

• Interviewing key personnel  from the EPA and the State of Colorado Division  of Reclamation

Mining  and Safety  (DRMS) involved  in the planning and implementation of the site's removal

assessment activities.

If you have any questions or would  like clarification about the report,  please call  
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